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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 

This is all Heather\'s fault. The original idea dates back to late 2005, back when it was going to be a crossover 
between Henry Rollins and Def Leppard. That particular version never got off the ground, though, so | tried it 
as simply Def Leppard. That didn\'t work either. Then, around 28 April 2006, Heather got to joking about the 
Blind Guardian forum, sticking a hand up an André puppet that beseeched us to write about him. Notes were 
taken, research was done. Nothing was written. Then, it was resurrected for the 2b May 2006 Adopt-a-Band 
Challenge. More notes, more research. Sadly, that never got off the ground either. Finally, it was August, I\‘d 
just thrown out a short Def Leppard story and, suddenly, the opening paragraphs for this story came spilling 
out. At long bloody last. 


And what got it going? Switching to first person point of view. Go figure. 


Heartfelt thank yous to Fiara and Fred, my betas, for straightening out my history, my German, and my 


grammar. 


So.. after four months of promises, this one\'s for Heather [and for the Beat the Heat Challenge]. 


1495, Das Rheinland 


My father had been a trapper. His father before him had been a trapper, and his father before him, and even 
though no one alive could remember my great-great-grandfather, it was common belief that he had also been 


a trapper. 


"We've lived off these woods for the past hundred years," my father would say, "and they've not caught us 
yet. That, my boy, means something. It's family tradition. You remember that, André." 


And | did. It was hard not to. | was reminded and lectured and pontificated to about it every morning. Some 
bread, some cheese, fresh, roast rabbit poached off a clueless lord, and a reminder of my lineage-as 
questionable a lineage as it was. Even after father died-gutted on the antlers of a deer—and his voice was 
forever silenced, | reminded myself. For my father's memory and his father's father and all of the rest. | was 


a trapper. It was in my blood. 


"I am a trapper," | murmured. | bent to check the snare trap | had set up the night before by a thick grove of 
trees and knew in my heart that this was true. "I am a trapper." My heart sounded a lot like my father. 


The snare was empty. 


| made my way back home in silence. My footsteps made no sound, my cloak barely made a whisper. | breathed 
deeply and slowly through my nose. Even if | had wanted to make noise, | doubt | would've succeeded. | tried 
shifting one foot out of place, maybe strike a pebble and send it skittering or snap a twig in two, maybe 
startle a bird or disturb a moth. My foot moved of its own accord, steering clear of any twigs or debris, 
keeping to the moss and the leaves so worn and trampled that they muffled the comings and goings of 


hundred of insects and small creatures beneath. 


‘lm getting good at this," Thomen said as he saw me approach. "I heard you coming. And you were being silent, 


right? Slinking about like a trapper an’ all that good stuff." 


| dropped onto a bench. | unhooked a metal cup from beside the hearth and pulled a pitcher of beer from 
below the adjoining table. "Thomen, please. Not today." 


"Bad day?" 
"Nothing in the traps." 


Thomen picked up a pair of heavy iron tongs. "Ah, you see?" He reached across me, tongs grasped firmly with 
one large, gloved arm, and pulled a long, glowing slab of metal from the fire. He set it on his anvil, picked up his 
hammer, and landed a sure, satisfied blow to the metal. Sparks flew, bright orange raindrops that rose to 


illuminate Thomen's face before hitting the ground, sputtering out into smoke. "You should've become a 


blacksmith like | told you to. You remember? You were barely fifteen" 


More sparks rained up, then down. | moved away from Thomen's side. "Aye, | remember." | watched his arm 
rise and fall, settling into a steady, comfortable rhythm as he struck at the metal slab, flattening it inch by 
slow inch. Sweat stood out over his upper lip and down his chest and down his arms. "You should wear some 


protection" 


He pretended not to hear that. "My father would've taken you on as an apprentice, no questions asked. You 
were older than me, stronger." He grasped the metal slab with the tongs and flipped it over. "If you'd said, ‘Yes, 
thank you kindly, Meister Stauch, you wouldn't have to be pretending to be a blacksmith's assistant so that 
you could head out and stare at empty traps." 


"Maybe there's nothing left," | murmured, 


Thomen grunted deep in the back of his throat. He picked up the metal slab and tossed it into a bucket of cold 
water by his left. A grey jet of steam hissed about his face, spreading up to the thatched roof and out into 
the sky beyond. He plunged his left hand-bare save for two leather wrist braces-into the water and pulled out 


the slab. It was now a crude iron shield. Thomen studied it, turning it this way and that, before he slid it into a 
rack behind him. 


Five generations of Olbrich trappers," he said. "All of ‘em running about this small patch of the Rheinland. Aye, 
its no wonder there's nothing left. You'll likely be the one that gets caught, drawn and quartered" He dropped a 
cold, wet hand on my shoulder. "The offer still stands, you know." 


‘I'm not a blacksmith." | looked down at my hands, pale and clean and slight compared to Thomen's, which were 


burnt, scarred, and covered in soot. Large. Powerful. "| don't have that kind of strength." 
"Then maybe it's time you left the Rheinland." 
"But my father-" 


"Is dead. And out at Sieglar, do you really think your mother is waiting to hear me tell her that some lord's 
men finally got wise enough to figure out why half the game in these woods is gone? That you're dead? 


Mutilated at the very least? They'll take your hands. You'll be useless." 


Night had already fallen. | stood by the door to Thomen's smithy, hands on my hips. The woods spread out into 
the darkness, a gnarled, knotted expanse of trees and ferns. The light from Thomer's fire threw the nearest 
trees into sharp contrast, but | could see beyond almost as clearly as if it were daylight. | knew every trail, 
every twist. | smelled of the woods, and | had no doubt that the wood had taken my own scent as its own. My 


skin was bark and my fingers were coated in sap and my hair was tangled bushes and leaves. 


And it was no use. 


There was nothing out there for me. 

| turned back into the smithy, across and into the sleeping quarters. | picked up a bowl and filled it with cream. 
The last bowlful in the pitcher. Cream was expensive. Thomen tolerated my beliefs and my purchase of the 
cream simply because | paid for it. | picked up the bowl. | took an oak branch I'd propped up by the door and 
stepped outside. | raised the bowl and the branch up to the woods. 

| said, "Tell me what to do." 

It wasn't what | thought | would say. 

"Why do you bother?" Thomen said. "There's nothing out there. The priest says so. That was all pagan 
gibberish. We're better off without it" He cast a long, thoughtful look at the bowl of cream. At length, he 
pulled a face. "Can't see what a goddess like Diana would want with a bowl of clotted cream and an old branch 


anyway. Isn't she supposed to be some kind of hunter? Shouldn't you be tossing her bloody animal carcasses or 


something?" He spat. "Gibberish, André." 


| crawled into my sleeping pallet, turned on my side, and pulled the covers up over my head. To block out the 
fire. To block out Thomen. 


"If she's not really gibberish," | said, "we'll know in the morning.” 


* eK 


Dawn crashed into my head with the sound of Thomen's voice. He was cursing. Loudly. | felt about for my cloak 
as he bellowed out for me. Dry mud and pebbles wedged between my toes as | stumbled out barefoot. 


"What's wrong? Why are you shouting?" 

‘Christ's wounds and Saint Fridolins nut sack, André! What in the name of Holy Pope Alexander is that?" 

That, as | drew nearer, looked like a pelt. Only there was something wrong. | prodded it with my toe, spreading 
it out as far as | dared. It was certainly a pelt. It had fur. | narrowed my eyes. No, not fur. Hair. Long, white 
hairs that caught the morning light in pockets of blue and silver reflections. And beneath the hair was a mass 
of crackling, brittle skin | stretched out my hand, holding my breath, hoping to see- 

"Don't touch it!" 


"Thomen," | said. "I'm a trapper. I've seen pelts before." 


"Not like that." Thomen crossed himself. The man barely stayed awake at mass. "What is it? No, don't go near 


it! André, you-Holy Mother of God, if you die, I'm not touching your corpse. Who knows what in the name of 
Saint Dwynwen that thing is?" He crossed himself again. He cast several nervous glances at the pelt, coming no 
closer. 

| reached out and lifted the pelt with my hands. It unfurled with a whispering crackle, bits and pieces flaking 
off. Scales. It was made of dried scales. They caught the light as they fluttered down, white hairs weaving 
through the air in glints of silver. 

"My God," | whispered. 

"What? What is it?" 

"Dragon," | said. "This is the hide of a dragon" 


"A drag-Oh, come on! No. You're kidding. Christ's beard, you're not kidding. Oh, holy-Oh shit. You're bringing it 
inside? André, no! Not inside. Not on my table! Not on the-" 


| clapped Thomen on the back. Once, with a great deal of force. His eyes bulged for a minute, a tiny whimper 
escaping into the cold interior of the slumbering smithy. He gulped, then straightened. He looked at me with 
wide, uncomprehending eyes. When he finally spoke, however, he was calm again 

"Is it really a dragon's hide?" 

Powdery bits of dead skin coated my palm as | drew my hand over the pelt. It was almost a loving gesture. | 
ran the fine, translucent hairs between my fingers, watching as they drifted down in a graceful arch. They 
weaved as if on a breeze. A smile worked its way across my lips. 

"She's answered, Thomen" 

"What?" 

"Diana." 

"Oh, Christ. André, listen to yourself. Diana? Some pagan goddess?" 

"It's a dragon's skin. Who else could've sent it? It's... It's a sign. I'm certain of it" 

"André, | love you. You're like a brother to me, but listen to yourself. Look, who do we know that likes to slink 
about as a dragon?" Thomen's voice dropped down to a loud whisper. "Satan. That's who. Satan No decent saint 
ever crawled about or flew around as a dragon. It was-" Again his voice dropped, his eyes darting to every 


corner of the house, as if waiting for something to pounce. "Satan." 


In my mind's eye | could see the dragon, rearing its scaled head. Poison blood dripped from its jaws. It 


stretched out its wings, crowding the smithy. The timbers of the ceiling creaked and snapped under its weight 
and its strength. It roared, and the sound blew hot, scorching winds into my face. It rocked me to the core of 
my being, burning away everything outside of me until only my soul was left. 

Pure, cutting through the darkness with its own light. 

| was transformed. 

| stood with a shield and sword in hand, and | stared down death. 

"Come get mel" | shouted at the dragon. 

"This is my chance," | said to Thomen. "Don't you see? If | slay-If | frap dragons, | will be doing the Rheinland a 
favour. They'll.. they'll praise me. Sing madrigals about me, just like the dragon slayers we've heard about. They 
won't cut off my hands. The name of Olbrich will be synonymous to-" 

"-madmen-" 

"heroes!" 

Thomen hovered where he stood. He raised his hand, dropped it, raised it again to rub at the nape of his neck. 
He bent to throw fresh logs into the hearth and picked up a flint. He struck a discarded piece of iron, his 
profile illuminated briefly by the sparks and the initial burst of flame. His eyes were distant. 

At that moment | knew | would set out to hunt a dragon. But the glory of it was distant and hazy. Whoever 
that André Olbrich was who would set out, he wasn't in this room. Instead, | sat at the table, slumped forward 
with heavy limbs, one hand over the pelt, the other clenched over my knee. 

"Thomen.." 

"When do you leave?" 


| clenched and unclenched my fingers. "Tomorrow morn. | need to gather my traps, pack" 


Thomen's eyes flicked toward the fire. All of the emotion from before had disappeared. | couldn't read him. | 
thought | saw him nod, once, slowly. He drew in his lower lip, eyes still fixed on the fire. 


"Where will you go?" 
"I won't leave the Rhein Valley." 


This time there was no mistaking Thomen's nod. He rubbed his palms over his knees, then stood with a grunt. 


"Aye, well. If you're not back within a month, then I'll assume you're dead. Easier that way." He struck out a 


hand. "Deal?" 
| took his hand and shook it once. "Deal." 


Beneath my palm, the dragon skin breathed. It beat out one, two and three heartbeats. It was warm. Every 


human part of me wanted to draw away from it. 


| pressed my hand against the skin and felt my soul. 


* KK 


In the songs, travel was always pleasant. There was no talk of the weather, or of how high the sun climbed 
into the sky to strike without mercy, peeling back your skin piece by piece. There was no talk of rain soaking 
through your underclothes, nor of the friction between your soggy clothes, your horse's back, and your ass. 


No bards ever sung of dust or insects, flies and bees and a hundred other buzzing nuisances | couldn't even 


identify. 
"Go away," | muttered, swatting my hand. 


It was the smell of the food in my saddlebags that drew them. | couldn't very well drop my food on the side 
of the road, so | continued to swat at the air. It only brought more of them. 


| had travelled for three days. | scouted the woods, made my way carefully into caves and dens. | sniffed the 
air. The smell of the dragon skin had become a part of me. | could scent its acrid, smoke tinged leather. Or | 
could've, if itd been on the wind There was nothing. | descended noiselessly into deep valleys, climbed trees; | all 


but crawled on all fours like a dog, nose pressed to the ground. 
Nothing. 


A song kept performing and encoring itself in my head. It was one I'd heard at the local tavern. A heroic ballad 
about a brave dragon slayer. Kirsch. Heinel? No. Hansi. The Ballad of Hansi Kursch. | only knew the melody, 


maybe three or four words: Hansi, Kirsch, dragon, and slew. 


| knew | was drooping as | rode, the steady heave of the horse's gait lulling me. Eyes half-closed, my nose 
continued to scent the air. My ears identified and then turned away myriad small clues: Rabbit claws 
scratching at bark, deer chewing grass, a wild boar sniffling out truffles, pheasants beating their wings in 
flight, toads, dung beatles, one lone bear. 


"Please," | whispered. | didn't even know what or whom | was whispering to anymore. God, Diana, nameless 


forest spirits, the sky; they had all become meaningless. But | kept on praying, chanting the words till the 


sounds meant nothing. "You set me on this path. Guide me. Help me." 


It took me a while to realize that there was too much dust in my mouth. | raised my head and the road was 
standing on its side, sticking straight up into the air. My eyes narrowed, struggling to make sense out of what | 
saw. Suddenly, a wet, spongy something pressed itself against my cheek. | yelped and scrambled up, arms 
flailing. 


Everything became clear then. | had fallen off my horse. 


He stood a few paces away, flicking his tail idly, shooing off flies. Liquid brown eyes sized me up dispassionately 
as he turned his head. He whinnied-| swear it sounded like an exasperated sigh-and tossed his head. 


The wet, spongy something was back at my cheek. | scooted away from it on my ass. Loose pebbles scratched 
against my palms, but | didn't care. What | saw next to me made me feel rather sheepish. A second set of 


liquid brown eyes gazed into mine. A horse. It snorted, then craned its neck to nuzzle at my hair. 

"Hey now, boy, stop that." | tried to push it away. 

"Its a she," said a voice above my head. 

Upon sun shielded inspection, the voice turned out to belong to a young man. He leaned forward on his saddle, 
arms crossed over the pommel. His hair was longer than I'd ever seen on any man. It rose and wisped in loose 
curls about his face as he gazed down at me, curious eyes set between a fine, pointed nose. | couldn't quite 
make out the colour of his eyes. One moment they were brown, then a queer shade of green, then no colour 
I'd ever seen. He blinked several times at me, and | got the uncomfortable impression that he was undressing 
me with his eyes. Whatever he saw, it wasn't leaving much of a mark on him. 


"You stop that too," | muttered. 


"You have a good horse." He nodded toward my disinterested mount. "Most just keep right on walking, with or 
without their rider." He patted his own horse's neck. "I've never fallen off" 


| dusted off my ass, retrieved an errant saddlebag, and made my way back to my horse. Boy, that's what I'd 
been calling him in my head. Come on, Boy. Whoa there, Boy. He tolerated more than liked me. 


Luggage securely in place, | mounted, clicking my heels. It gave me a burst of speed, and | kept my eyes firm 
and tight on the road ahead. | spat, pushing aside dust and the jagged aftertaste of the young man on the 
horse. The young man who, it turned out, was riding right beside me, matching pace for pace. 


"Where are you headed?" he said. 


None of your business. What | actually said closely resembled silence. 


"I bet | can guess where you're from" He turned the full brunt of his stare on my face. The odd shade of his 
eyes gave everything he said a strange sense of urgency. "Tell me if l'm off the mark. Four-three days travel. 
Headed." He looked back at the road behind us. "North. Up from.." His eyes narrowed, brows knotting together. 
"The woods. The Rheinland. You're local. And," he sniffed at my hair, leaning far out of his saddle, "you catch 
mostly rabbits." 

| stared straight ahead. 

"Well?" 

"Not even close." 

"You're just being spiteful. | didn't knock you off your horse. | stopped." 

"To get a good look?" 

"To help you if you didn't come to. Luckily, Odelia scared you enough that you came right around" He smiled at 
me. He didn't even have the decency to grin like the imp that he was. No, he smiled, as if his words were polite 


and friendly. "You still haven't told me where you're headed." 


"Odd. | haven't heard anything about you either." Boy inched closer to Odelia, and | jerked his head away. "And | 


wasn't scared." 
Another smile. 
"So," | said. "Where are you from?" 


"Crefeld. Headed toward Köln" His eyes flicked down to my saddlebags, then away. He cleared his throat. "Don't 
do it, Meister Olbrich" 


| checked Boy in place. The young man rode ahead for a few beats before he turned his horse around in one 
fluid movement. | set my lips in a straight line. | scanned his horse's fittings: Expertly tooled, supple leather, a 
crest over his one saddlebag. Nobility. Just my luck. 


"How do you know my family's name?" 

He pointed at Boy's left side with his chin. "You've had it written on the inside of your bag." 

No, my father had, by a cousin who had joined a monastery. He'd done it years ago, when | was ten and on the 
road to visit an aunt who had never seen me before. | cursed. Still, what did it matter? Few people knew who 


my father was, or what he did. What | did. This man was a noble, he would have precious little knowledge of 


anyone not also born a noble. My shoulders relaxed, and | urged Boy forward. 


I'd stop snooping through strangers’ things if | were you," | said. 
"| saw it, you know." 


The sound of his voice all but begged me to turn around. | dug my heels into Boy's side. It gave me a burst of 
speed, but it was a useless gesture. | knew that. The young man was at my side almost as soon as Boy had 
advanced. He reached out one hand-he wore no gloves, | noticed, then wondered why that would catch my eye- 


and gripped my reigns. 


"You didn't kill it" The intensity in his voice sent a ripple of annoyance through me. | tried to shove him off. He 
tightened his grip. "You're going to try to kill another one. Meister Olbrich, I'm begging you, don't do it” 


"Stop saying my name!" | tried once more to shove him off. He was stronger than he looked. "Let go. Now!" 
‘Only if you promise not to-" 


At that moment, he let go. His eyes widened, more green than brown now as he looked first behind him and 
then beyond me. His lips moved, but no sound came out. In the next instance, he had gripped my arm. His 


fingernails dug into my skin, and | finally heard what he was trying to say. 
"Run" He was muttering, "Run" 


Then he screamed it and his palm struck Boy's rump. | was jerked backwards, hands scrambling to grip the 
reigns as Boy neighed in fear and shot forward. Ground bounced closer and pulled back in rapid succession. It 
rushed into a blur as | was pulled along. | tried to turn my head, trying to make out the figure of the young 
man, but my hair was in my eyes. Brown whipped across my face, loose strands pushing tears down my 


cheeks. | ducked my head. 


A shadow appeared on the ground. It grew in size as | stared at it, a familiar scent of scorched leather filling 
my nostrils. My heart clambered up to my throat as the shadow spread long, strange wings and roared. The 
sound jarred along my teeth and knocked my chin against Boy's neck. | heard Boy let out a panicked whinny-a 
cry that echoed in my head and rumbled across my bones as | screamed and shut my eyes. My fingers were 


numb over the reigns. 
And then, | was falling. 
For one blinding second, all | could see was perfect blue sky. Then something struck my legs and red burst out 
against the blue. Boy screamed. | heard the quick snap of jaws. Something wet and hot slapped across my face. 


| tried to shut my eyes, but everything was moving too fast. The ground rushed up to slam against my back. 


Darkness reached out and crumpled me into silence. 


* * * 


My feet. | could feel my feet. They dragged across moss slick pebbles and roots and grass and dead leaves and 
then bare rock and | knew somehow that | was moving upwards. Only my feet weren't carrying me. Hands were 


hooked under my armpits. They pulled me along. A voice came from above me. 
" dead. Don't. D-don't be dead. Goddamn it, don't. Don't be dead." 
"l'm not dead," | croaked. 


| tried to open my eyes, but all | could see was a whirling mass of green | coughed and shut my eyes against 
the meaningless shapes swimming before me. My feet dragged along smooth, cold rock and the jumble of red 
and orange bursts behind my closed eyelids dissolved into black My body was lowered to the ground. A 


pressure came and went over my chest, and | struggled to open my eyes again. 
Wide eyes stared down at me. A curtain of thick, curly hair tickled at my nose. | pushed it aside. 
My voice came out as a rasp. "What happened?" 


The young man drew his hand below his nose. Brown, dry blood cracked away, bits of bright red smeared 
above his upper lip. Streaks of mud ran down his right cheek and into his sleeve. It was torn, his arm 
scratched and bloody underneath. His eyes stared into mine even as he drew in deep gulps of air with which to 


steady himself. 


"it-it got Odelia and your horse. | shot at it, but | only drew it away long enough for me to pick you up." He 
shuddered out a breath. "Th-then | r-ran and it didn't follow me into the, ah, the f-forest." One hand rose to 
gesture to the left. "It's... it's still out there." 


| sat up. My head swam, but | willed it to settle down | gulped in several breaths. Nothing felt broken 
Scratched. Bloody. Sore. | felt along my legs and winced as | grasped my left ankle. Possibly sprained. But not 
broken. Broken hurts like Hell. 


Rock walls rose all around and above me. A rounded muddle of light yawned out at one end. It bathed the cave 
in a grey semi-darkness. Moss and lichen and packed dirt, hundreds of years of unchecked growth, prickled at 
my nose. Mineral deposits sweated out along one wall, white and slimy, and | could hear the slow drip of water 
into a shallow pool. | pulled myself up to my feet. Pain bit at my left ankle, but | grit my teeth and ignored it. | 
felt my way along the cave wall until the cool scent of water surrounded me. | dropped to my knees and took a 


long drink. 
"What are we going to do now?" | said. 


A sniffle rang out. "| should, ah, you should bind that ankle." There was a low hiss, and from the fresh scent of 


blood that filled the air, | could tell that the young man was seeing to his own wounds. 


He came up beside me and dipped a scrap torn off his sleeve into the water. He dabbed at his cuts, pushing 


out shallow little hisses as he went. 
"What really happened back there?" | said. 


It was a while before he answered. He wiped the blood off his upper lip. He balled up the scrap of fabric and 
tossed it to the ground. "You were riding around with a dragon skin in your saddlebags. The dragon smelled it 
and came after you. After your horse, really. It just wanted the skin" His eyes met mine for one brief 
moment before he turned to study the cave wall. "I, um, | was following you. | trailed you for a whole day. Well, 


not you. It. The dragon. | knew it was following something." 


| sat down on a rock. "So when | fell, you looked through my bags? You were looking for the dragon skin. And 


you saw my family's name." 
"You, ah-" He coughed. "You didn't fall. You fell asleep. | pushed you off your horse." 
That lying bastard. 


"| needed to see why the dragon was tracking you. | was hoping it wouldn't attack." Then, as an afterthought, "I 
think it's a he. Big fellow. Bigger than.." He coughed again. "Well." 


He lapsed into silence. He pushed back at his hair, then made his way back to the front of the cave. | kept my 
eyes averted. Once he was gone, | lifted my left leg and placed it over a small outcropping of rock. | felt around 


my ankle and cursed. It was swelling. Fantastic. | took the edge of my soiled cloak in my teeth and ripped. 


"| don't suppose you can get something to brace this ankle with? Its the least you could do after failing to 


properly warn me about my impending doom." 


"Hey, | did try to warn you. The dragon moved too fast. All right?" He frowned at my ankle as if it were to 
blame for everything. "I'll get you something for that. Don't move." 


It was just me and the incessant drip drip drip of the water then. The cave echoed back my sigh as | rested 
my head against the wall. Things just hadn't turned out the way | had planned. Hoped, really, if | was honest 
with myself. My plans had never advanced beyond packing, setting out, and then tracking a dragon as if it were 
a common rabbit. Every other part of the plan was just some glorious image of myself somehow staring down 


a monster. | never even struck a blow in my own fantasies. Just stood there, striking a pose, sword aloft. 
| was a goddamned tapestry. 


How was | going to get home now? The dragon was still out there, my ankle was swollen, and Boy was dead. 


| drew the back of my hand over my cheeks. Bits of dry blood and gore scattered down Bits of Boy. | knew 
that now. The dragon had bitten down on Boy, and the gore had splattered out on me. A chocked gurgle rang 
out, and | doubled over to retch onto the cave floor. My sides heaved as | hacked out a dry cough, retching 


out bile when the vomit ran out. 


"Oh God," | gasped. | wiped tears and snot off my cheeks and nose. My hand trembled. | clenched it into a fist. 
"You idiot. You stupid idiot" 


"Idiot is right. It stinks in here." 
| raised my head. "Go to Hell.” 


He didn't take the bait. He knelt down next to me, avoiding the puddle of vomit with a wrinkled nose. He battled 
his gag reflex the entire time it took him to pick up the bit of cloak I'd torn out, brace my ankle with two 
thick branches, and then hold them in place with the fabric. He ripped out what was left of his right sleeve 
and fashioned out a bandage from it. He never looked at me, lips set in a straight line, face pale as he 


struggled not to breathe in too deeply. 


Once done, he drew back and splashed water over his face. He clapped one hand over his mouth and pointed at 
the vomit. 


"Clean that up," he mumbled behind his hand. Before | could complain at being ordered around, he shook his 
head. "No. Me. |-Clean that up.” He pulled a face. "Christ's wounds, man, do you have to keep complicating this?" 


* * * 


The cave's clean-up took longer than | expected. Water sloshed against the walls, echoing with an eerie, 
underground quality. The young man, it turned out, was rather fastidious. Vomit, moss, lichen, a family of 
spiders he found behind a rock, it was all scrubbed out. A branch torn from a bush served as a broom. | sat 
by the cave opening while all of this happened, the cave ringing with low grunts, huffed breaths, and the swish 
of the makeshift broom. | lifted my feet, keeping well out of the man's way as he pushed all of the debris 


outside. 
"The dragon," | said. "It's stil out there." 


He looked up at me. The expression on his face hovered between surprise and that odd urgency he seemed to 
attach to everything. He pushed an errant tendril of hair behind his ear (he had sacrificed the one remaining 
shred of his right sleeve to tearing out a strip with which to tie back his hair) and tuted as he turned his 


attention back to sweeping the mouth of the cave, on his knees, so as not to miss any dirt. 


"That's not a question," he said. "You know something.’ 


"| can smell it." 


"He." The broom was tossed inside the cave. The floor, it appeared, was finally clean. "It's a he. And why do you 


expect me to believe you can smell him?" 

"Because | can" 

"Ah." 

A blackbird trilled out from deep in the woods. The sun had risen to align itself along the tops of the trees. 
Squares, circles, and spangles of light spread out across the forest floor below, breaking into ever smaller 
patterns as a breeze picked its way among the leaves. No patches of sunlight reached the cave, and neither 
did the wind. 

And yet, the smoked leather scent of the dragon was so sharp | half expected it-him-to rear up behind me. 
"You'll just have to believe me," | said. "He's close." 

"They stink. He could be miles away." 

"So you can smell him too?" 

He dropped down on the opposite side of the cave opening from me. He pulled his knees up, arms dangling down 
loosely between them. "Of course | can. l'm a dragon slayer." He slid his eyes toward me. If he was waiting for 
any kind of reaction, he was out of luck. He shrugged. "I'm Hansi Karsch." 

| scoffed 


He shrugged again. The smile from out on the road was back on his face. 


"Anyone could claim to be Hansi Kursch," | said. "For all | know there és no Hansi Kirsch. The bards probably 


made him up." 


"They did" | stared. He scratched the back of his neck. "Well, for the most part. | wrote the original Ballad of 


Hansi Kirsch." 
"You're pulling my leg.” 
"No, I'm not. | swear on the remains of Thomas à Becket that | am telling the truth." 


Every part of me wanted to disbelieve him. One small part, however, the one that had touched the dragon skin 
and had set out to find another, couldn't help but sneak a glance at this would-be Hansi Kursch. He gazed out 


at the forest with a smile hovering on his lips. The part that didn't believe read it as an imp laughing at his 
own joke. The part that (almost) (maybe) believed saw it as the bemused expression of someone who is not 
used to having people accept him as the truth. 

"My name isn't even really Hansi," he said. "It's Marcus. Siepen" 


"So then why did you-?" 


"I thought it was a good idea at the time. | like the sound of it. Don't you? Hansi. Hansi" He tried it out a few 


more times. "Easier on the ears." 

| stared. | couldn't help it. After a while, | slapped my knee. | shook my head and chuckled. 
"You don't believe me." 

I-No. | mean, well, you could be. What does it matter?" 


He let out a breathy, nervous chuckle. "No, | guess it doesn’t" He held out his hand, hunched forward so as to 
cover the distance. "Call me Marcus. Easier on us both." 


"Aye." | shook his hand. His palm was soft. Clean fingernails. No scars that | could see. | pressed it harder. 
"Marcus. l'm Thomen" 


| prayed to God | wouldn't regret that. 
One part of me already more than regretted ever setting out. As the minutes passed, my stomach hollowed 
out, first with apprehension, then with boredom. The minutes melted down into an hour and Marcus didn't 


seem to ever want to leave the cave. 


I'd face two dragons if it meant getting out of this place. I'd face two dragons if | didn't know I'd have to limp 
and hop toward them. 


Stupid swollen ankle. 

"Are you ever going to kill that dragon?" The growl in my voice surprised even me. 

Marcus scratched below his chin. "Well, it takes time, you know. And my tools are down at the road. If he 
didn't eat them along with Odelia" He sighed and cringed at the mention of his horse. Then-as if a thought had 
suddenly struck him-he rubbed two fingers over his lips. "I guess.. | could go back down there. Something must 


have survived. Maybe the-" 


The word he said made no sense to me. It didn't even sound German | decided he was just trying to show-off, 


and | didn't ask. 


| jumped as he slapped his knee. 
"That's right! I'll head back down there and get the tools back. Fine. Yes. That's a good idea." 


He strode to the mouth of the cave and looked out. He stood there for so long that | finally limped over to his 
side. He was chewing on his lower lip, over and over. He scanned the forest floor like a man searching for a 
brass ring among countless of river pebbles. The look on his face was so young and helpless that | couldn't 


help but harbour some pity for him. 


| gazed out across the tangle of trees and scouted out the spot where they thinned out uniformly for a good 
stretch, leaving the gaping position of the road bare. | kept my eyes fixed on the spot and waited for Marcus 


to react. 
After a while, he said, "Ah! There it is.” 


He set out with a wave and a smile and | knew that if | ever wanted to see him again, I'd best gather kindle 


and some sharp rocks and get a fire going. 


* * * 


All around me the woods creaked and groaned. They flowed and settled, speaking in a voice made of birdsong 
and the wind on the leaves, swaying branches, hundreds of small lives burrowing underground, and a deep, still 


silence that crept into my heart. It took away my voice and my body and left only a sense of weightlessness. 
| was, and yet | was not. 
| closed my eyes and allowed my soul to drift down into the darkness. 


Weaving in through the stillness, | could scent the dragon. Its sides rose and fell as it inhaled air and exhaled 
smoke. It came to rest over his scales, winking in and out of the sunlight, translucent hairs sifting in the wind 


of the dragon's breath. 


Beside me, the fire crackled and spit. Smoke rose in a thin, grey plume toward the sky, visible over the tree 
tops. | hoped Marcus wasn't helpless enough to confuse it for a cloud. Panic rose briefly in my gut as | 
thought of him reckoning it was somebody else, another trapper or a hunting party, maybe a band of errant 
woodcutters. God, please don't let him be that clueless. 


| hopped out further along the entrance to the cave. It sloped down gently toward the forest floor, bare rock 
giving way to thick creeper vines and ferns. Beyond and above the forest itself, | could still see the bare spot 
that marked the road. 


"That idiot probably got lost." 


| figured there'd be noise if he was attacked. | hoped. Didn't dragons always swoop down on their prey? Maybe 
they crawled. Maybe it was smaller than Marcus wanted me to believe. He certainly wanted me to believe 
several amazing things. Hansi Karsch indeed. | shook my head. 


And yet. 


| found that something felt odd without Marcus around. Empty. The silence of the forest rose in to fill the 
void left after his slow, concentrated breaths, his grunts as he worked, the soft push of air that preceded his 


smile. 

His voice, soft and harsh and shrill and low all at once. 

His eyes. They lit up when he smiled. 

That goddamn smile. 

"You really are an idiot. You're just nervous, and wish you had company. There's a dragon out there. He's—" 


Something stirred in me. | sniffed at the air, once, twice. Scorched leather. And something else. Something 
pungent and metallic. Looking down, | could see tiny pebbles strike and roll their way down the slope. The smoke 
from the fire weaved left to right, breaking up and flaring out in turn as the kindle shifted underneath. Throat 
dry, | fixed my eyes on the forest. A voice in my head kept screaming for me to look away, to run. The tree 
tops shivered. They swayed in place, pushed back violently in a spray of ripped leaves and pine needles. The 
ground beneath me shook. And still | couldn't look away. 


| was muttering under my breath. "Come on. Come on" 
And then | saw him. 


Marcus burst out from between a knot of trees in a clearing below, legs pumping into a frantic blur as he ran. 
He cradled an odd, lumpy package to his chest. | couldn't see his face. His hair streamed out behind him, but 
his head was lowered. | saw his hands do something to the lump against his chest. He turned around, still 


running, and released it into the air. 
What | saw next made no sense. 


The lump expanded in the air, like a fishing net. Only it wasn't a net. Something silvery stretched out, what 
looked to be iron claws serving as weights. Marcus shouted out something, and the silver mass shot forward. 
Only it couldn't be. | almost rubbed my eyes. | wanted to rub my eyes. My arms lifted, but they froze in mid- 


motion as the trees were ripped aside and the dragon bounded into the clearing. 


He reared a scaled, brown head and roared. 


The sound, out in the open, was shrill and unreal. It pushed against the air, then died out almost as soon as it 
had rung out. He roared out several more times, tossing his head so that the scales along his neck glinted in 
the fading sunlight. The silver net had attached itself to the dragon's stomach. Disappointment hollowed out my 
gut. 


That was it? 


Only then | saw that the net had somehow grown.. bigger? My eyes could no longer make any proper sense 
out of anything going on below. It was impossible. But it was happening nonetheless. The net was now spread out 
across the dragon's entire stomach, bulging and crawling its way along to his front legs. The net contracted, 
like a caterpillar, and then rose to envelop one curved claw. The dragon tumbled to the ground, roaring out his 


frustration 


Marcus stood with his back pressed against a tree. He patted all along the front of his chest, fingers going 
through the motions of fishing something out. His movements were clumsy and frantic. He stared down at his 


chest, then at the dragon 
Then he broke into a run. 


| lost sight of him then My eyes were fixed on the dragon. He heaved and tossed on the ground, fighting off 
the net. It kept contracting and shooting out to envelop more of the dragon's body. He roared, the sound 
cutting through the air with more and more urgency. | cringed as | heard him yip in pain, the net's claws 
sinking into flesh not covered by scales. He surged forward on his belly, crawling like a snake as his claws 


became useless. 
"My God," | whispered. 


He raised his head, and | saw his eyes. One was a sickly, filmy green, slit down the middle by a thin gold crack. 
The other was milky white. He was blind. 


"GET INSIDE THE CAVE!" 
| gasped out a choked breath as Marcus rushed at me, one elbow digging into my stomach. He pushed me back 
and into the cave, ignoring my protests and cries of pain as most of my-and Marcus's-weight fell on my left 


ankle. 


My head struck the far wall and | cursed. "What in God's name are you doing?! You already trapped it! Why 


are you hiding up here?!" 


"| lost the-" Again Marcus used a word that had no meaning for me. But it was causing a great deal of 


distress in him. He wrung his hands, teeth bared in a grimace of fear and despair. "H-he must've eaten it. Or 
muh-maybe | d-dr-dropped it. | dunno. |-Goddann it! | dr-dro-" He cursed, gritting his teeth as he pushed his 


words out. "It doesn't work without the- | c-can-can't do it! I'm not-" 
A roar and a crash came from outside. 


The next instant, the world splintered apart. | could see everything, yet nothing at all. | saw gaping jaws push 
themselves into the cave opening. | saw Marcus's eyes, specks of brown and cream and green surrounding 
pupils contracted almost to pinpoints, tears streaming down his cheeks. | saw the fine wisps of his hair. | saw 
rotted teeth and smelled something pungent, metallic. Blood. Gore. | saw a ball of bright red liquid as it grew 
into orange flame and it grew larger and larger and | heard Marcus scream out Thomen's name and | couldn't 


understand why he wasn't screaming out André and then the world burst into bright white and then black. 


Something slammed against my back. Rock. The cave wall. Marcus was pushed up tightly against me, keeping me 
down. He was shielding me. Bright orange flames burst out just behind him. | cried out, but couldn't move, could 


barely breathe. Smoke rushed in to fill my lungs, and | began to cough. 


| felt Marcus grip my shoulders, pushing me further back into the cave. He was guiding me into a shelter, a 
tiny cave-it felt like nothing more than a very large crack in the wall-that shielded us from the dragon's 
flames. Darkness swallowed my eyesight. 


In the darkness, | felt Marcus's body pressed against my own. His breath beat out hot and shallow against my 
neck. He shivered, and each movement of his body betrayed how frail and useless he felt. His bones jutted into 
mine, as if Marcus were trying to crawl into me. He struggled to form words, twisting against me as they 


escaped him. 

"W-wuh-we-W-wuh-d-dah...” 

| wrapped one arm around his shoulders and pulled him closer. | pressed my lips against the top of his head. 
"Shh. You're stuttering. Take a deep breath. Come on. That's it.. Just breathe in deep." 

Bright orange illuminated the space outside. Marcus flinched. | tightened my arm around him. 

"We're safe," | murmured. "He can't come in Take a deep breath. Come on, Marcus." | could barely recognize 
my own voice. There was tenderness there. No fear, no despair. | whispered into Marcus's hair and felt his 

shivers grow shorter and farther between. He sagged against me. His arms rose to circle my waist. He 


murmured words | couldn't catch. | rubbed his shoulder. "That's right. Relax. We're gonna be all right." 


He sniffled. "God, you're-" He drew back, running his arm under his nose. "We're not gonna be all right, you 


idiot." 


| knew it was the fear talking and ignored it. | wiggled further back into the cramped space Marcus had wedged 


us back into, seeking out a comfortable position. It was hard going, especially with Marcus still pressed up 


against me and my left ankle singing out an epic ballad of swollen pain 
A rapid succession of orange flashes and roiling heat sent me scuttling further back. 


"We're going to die," Marcus said. | was surprised at how calm he sounded No trace of a stutter remained. 


"We're trapped. The smoke will fill our lungs and we'll die." 

"Maybe he'll get tired?" 

Marcus shook his head. "He's wounded. He has a lot of blind rage to work through." 

"Because of you | saw you toss that-that thing at him. What was that thing?" 

The word Marcus said still made no sense to me. It was more a sound than a word. | made him repeat it 
several times, the walls around us alternating between darkness and jagged bursts of light, but, as hard as | 
tried, | could never grasp the sound or the letters. | caught Marcus smiling after one short flare of dragon 
fire. 

"You bastard. Does it even mean anything?" 


"It does. But not to you. So you can't understand it." 


"Are you-?" In league with the Devil. That's what | almost said. The mere thought of the words made me 


queasy. No, not queasy. Embarrassed, like a child at confession "Never mind," | mumbled. 
"l'm cursed to Hell," Marcus said. 


It took me a while to realize that his words were devoid of self-pity. They simply were. And then there was 
nothing but him. 


He kissed me. 


His lips were soft and thin and warm. They curved and dipped as they parted, his tongue a teasing wetness 
that barely brushed against my lips. | noticed all this even as | struggled to pull away from him. Rock scraped 
along my elbows and | hissed. Marcus gave a startled groan, the sound pattering out into a sigh, and deepened 
his kiss. Saliva coated his lips and then mine and it was a curiously gentle kiss. Marcus's lower lip slid along 


mine in a slow caress. Tasting me, | thought. 
My eyes fluttered half-closed. 


| searched out his hips, digging my fingers into the flesh beneath his ruined shirt. He moaned a breath into my 
mouth and moved closer. One knee slid between my legs, his palms making their way up my thighs. He rubbed 


them up and down, his thumbs sinking into the flesh, even through my breeches, driving pressure up toward 


my groin. 


Outside, the world exploded from black into orange and red and smoke. It was a distant occurrence, a hazy fear 


| could no longer remember. 


Marcus's eyes were illuminated as he drew back and flames licked the cave ceiling. His eyes were hard and 
intense, their colour the ever shifting flow of water along the forest floor. | saw his chest heave, once, and 
then it was dark again and | was kissing him. | didn't want to think. | didn't want to question this. | just wanted 


our lips and our bodies pressed together. 
| wanted this. 


It built up between my eyes, a pressure that burned along my muscles and set my pulse straining against my 
temples. My body fell away. The heat of the dragon fire broke out along my skin, my arms and my face, and it 
was my own heat. It trailed down between my shoulder blades and clung to the fine hairs behind my neck. 

Pools of sweat gathered at the small of my back. | gathered more sweat beneath my palms as | drew them up 
Marcus's lower back. He hissed and raked his fingernails down my sides. He slipped one hand below my tunic and 
angled against me so that he could kiss me and rub my chest at the same time. He pressed his hand over one 


ripple, pinching it between two fingers, his tongue darting out to lick my lips. 
He groaned. 


| made a noise. | couldn't tell if it was a gasp or just a strangled, cut-off cry. It rose from my chest and 


throat and my mind all at once. 

Our crotches rubbed together, my erection crushed in against his. We broke our kiss and fumbled as we tried 
to free our cocks in the small space. My palms were so sweaty | could barely grasp anything. A blast of flame 
and smoke roared out, and Marcus cursed, slamming against me. 


"Christ," he whispered. "That was-" 


| freed his cock and squeezed. He gasped, then coughed, burying his face against my neck. | felt his body 


shudder and convulse against mine, shoulders rising in staccato. | tried to laugh, but found | was coughing too. 

"Smoke," | gasped out. 

Marcus licked just below my ear. "We're going to die. Just like | said" His voice was husky with lust, thick from 
the smoke and the flames. He took my earlobe into his mouth, rolling it along his tongue, and sucked. He lapped 


at my neck. His jaw rubbed against mine. "We're going to Hell." 


"Yeah, well." 


| could hear his smile in the darkness, a soft ripple of breath. He manoeuvred one hand between us and pulled 


out my cock. "So let's kiss," he said. A blinding flash of light came and went and we did just that. 

Our kisses gave way to shallow pants, our hands pumping at each other's cocks. Marcus groaned, teeth rasping 
over my lips. | pressed my mouth against his, sucking on his lower lip. Our shirts tangled between us, the brief 
contact between my chest and his nipples sending spikes of pain down into my balls. My hip ground into his 
wrist as it lifted and fell. The head of his cock slid over my stomach, over and over. It was silky with sweat 


and pre-cum. 


| felt his cock twitch in my palm. He crushed my lips with his and came, his semen shooting out onto my 


stomach and my turic. 

His sweat drenched forehead came to rest against my neck as he continued pumping at me. | closed my eyes, 
chin resting against his hair. It was sticky and matted, curls crushed against my throat. His scent surrounded 
me, even as the fire's sulphur crowded against my throat and my eyes. He smelled of the sun on bare flesh, 


salt clinging to his pores. 


When | came it was with a sense of peace. | sighed, sagging back against the wall as he slumped against me. 
My hand rose to rub his back in drowsy contentment. 


| exhaled. 

Marcus shifted. "Hey," he said. "Do you hear anything?" 

My body and my mind just wanted to shut down and sink into warm darkness, but | knew that | had to force 
them back into the here and now. | ran one elbow up the rock wall, pressing flesh to rock as hard as | dared. 
The thin sting of pain brought me fully back to myself. 

"Listen," Marcus said. 

| couldn't hear anything. 

Then, a voice came from the cave opening. "Marcus!" The name echoed across the distance. 


"Oh shit" He stiffened against me. 


My mind was too busy trying to grasp the impossibility of anybody calling out Marcus's name to wonder why 
his body was suddenly so still. There was a dragon out there. It was raining torrents of fire down on us. Right? 


Only it wasn't. Not anymore. The dizzying stench of sulphur and smoke still filled the cave, but the heat was 
gone. As were the flashes of light. 


"What..2" | mumbled. Then | doubled forward, coughing and hacking out all of the phlegm and fear and smoke | 


had ignored as Marcus had kissed me. 

God, Marcus had kissed me. | had kissed Marcus right back. 

He had already moved away from me. | felt my way out of the small cave and into the larger one, biting my 
lip to keep from wincing too loudly at the pain that now radiated at an alarming frequency up my ankle. | could 
no longer limp or drag my foot. | had to hop out onto the light, one shoulder pressed against the rock wall and 
my palm keeping me steady. 

A man stood by the mouth of the cave. One foot rested on the outcropping of rock that had served me as a 
seat. A wide forehead and long, lanky hair framed a round face, rather unruly eyebrows lowered over eyes 
that regarded me with utter and complete disinterest. 


The man yawned, stretching his arms up over his head. 


Not understanding how | knew-not even bothering to question how | knew-| was certain | was looking at Hansi 


Kursch. 
"So," he said. "How much of a mess are we looking at?" 
| opened my mouth to answer, but he had turned his face away. He wasn't talking to me. 


Marcus hovered behind him. He wrung his hands, then pushed back at his hair. | could see his cum and mine 


still clinging to his shirt. He rubbed one hand over it, only succeeding in getting it all over his fingers. 


"The dragon, he, um, h-he got your horse." Hansi cocked his eyebrows. Marcus cringed. "I'm sorry. He-" His 


eyes flicked toward mine, then away. "Thomen also lost his horse. And, um, the dragon ate the-" 
The incomprehensibility of the word was almost comforting by now. 
Hansi pushed out a heavy, long-suffering breath. He looked me up and down "Did Marcus do that too?" 


For one wild moment, | thought he meant the cum clinging to my tunic. Then | remembered my swollen ankle. 


Amazing what embarrassment can accomplish for the reduction of pain. 

"No," | said, at the same time that Marcus said, "That was the dragon. | swear." 

| finally made my way outside the cave. Night had fallen. The fire | had built lay smudged over the floor in 
scattered ashes and half-burned kindle. Moonlight dyed the rock slope silver, the trees beyond drowning under 


complete darkness. 


The dragon lay on his side, a sad, big thing. Torn pieces from the net clung to his scales, black now in the 
moonlight. The hairs along his spine lay still, reflecting nothing. 


"You killed him," | said. 


"Killed him?" Hansi bent down to peel a piece of the net off his scales. "He's asleep. We don't kill them. We trap 
ther." 


"To sell them?" 
"To save them." 


Hansi said no more. He peeled back the rest of the damaged net, smoothing out a few scales as he went. 


Marcus watched him with what could only be described as chagrin on his face. 


‘Im sorry," he said. "It's my fault. | must've dropped the dragon skin you found and-" He gestured in my 


direction, not daring to meet my eyes. 


"Wait. You dropped that dragon skin at my door? And thats why I..?" | snorted out a dry chuckle. "By Saint 
Fridolins nut sack, don't you ever get anything right?" 


"Hardly." Hansi sized up Marcus, no doubt taking in the torn sleeve, the scratches down his right arm, the soot 
on his face, the sticky white stains on his shirt. | rubbed mine off, cleaning my palm on my breeches. Hansi 
caught my movements. He almost looked amused. "Marcus has been with me for nearly two years. He wrote 
that piss awful ballad that keeps me employed. And, no, he never gets anything right. I've lost more equipment 
with Marcus's help than | ever did on my own" 

| caught Marcus's eyes on me. It struck me that | was smiling. 

It felt good. 

"Need a hand?" | said. 


"Not with that ankle," Hansi said. "Besides, | think Marcus owes both of us." He jerked his chin toward the 
dragon's body. "Get to it, boy. Everything you'll need is in my saddlebags. Horse is down the slope.” 


"He calls me boy," Marcus muttered, "and he's just two years older than me. Wizards. A pox on all of them." 

| watched him head down the slope and | wondered why the word wizard had no effect on me. All of the 
surprises and half-truths gathered around Marcus were already becoming familiar. Second place. | wondered if 
he'd like the real Thomen. And that reminded me. 


"Hey, Marcus!" 


He looked back. "What?" 


‘| lied My name is not Thomen, It's André." 


"Fine. | lied too. l'm not a dragon slayer. l'm just live bait." He pointed one long finger at Hansi. "And if he has 
anything to say about it, you will be too." 
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